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INTRODUCTION 
The White House Grounds consist of an area of approximately eighteen acres of land surrounding the 
White House. Used by the president, the first family, and—at times—the public, these grounds are 
the oldest maintained decorative landscape in the United States. Since the completion of the White 
House in 1800, however, the grounds have changed significantly. Explore the 200-year history of the 
White House Grounds through the various efforts of presidents and first ladies to use and enrich the 


famous outdoor space. 


CONTEXTUAL ESSAY 

Size & Acreage 
Although he never lived in the White House, 
President George Washington originally 
selected an area of around eighty acres of land 
to compose the White House Grounds. 
President Washington envisioned this area 
would serve as a self-sustaining farm with 


orchards, pastures, barns, and stables. The 


White House’s first residents, President John 


Image 1. An engraving of the South Lawn in 1833 featuring the 
fence put in place following the removal ofa stone wall put in place 
during the Thomas Jetterson administration. 


Adams and President Thomas Jefferson quickly 
realized that a president’s life did not allow time 
for farming. President Jefferson fenced in the grounds to about nine acres of land and greatly scaled 
back the idea of a large, functioning farm to a few vegetable and flower gardens alongside a fruit tree. 
View Image 1, above, to see an engraving of the South Lawn in 1833 that features the fence 
constructed following the removal of a stone wall put in place during the Thomas Jefferson 
administration. The fences were later extended to include more land and by the 1870s the White 


House Grounds had grown to its current size of eighteen acres. 


—— 
Updated Fall 2022 Questions? Email education@whha.org 


Criassroom Resource PACKET 


Tue Wuite House Grounps “THE WHITE HOUSE 


HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION 


The Origins of the Rose Garden 
In the 1800s, the White House Grounds included an extensive complex of greenhouses on the west 
side of the White House. View Image 2, in the chart below, to see a photograph of the greenhouses, 
which were continuously expanded from 1857 until 1902. The greenhouses were demolished during 
the 1902 Theodore Roosevelt renovation to make room for the West Wing. In 1902, during these 
renovations, First Lady Edith Roosevelt created a colonial-style garden seen in Image 3, in the chart 
below. First Lady Ellen Wilson, President Woodrow Wilson’s first wife, revamped the garden a few 
years later. Refer to Image 4, in the chart below, to see a photograph of the Wilson Garden in 1913. 
During the John F. Kennedy administration, landscape designer Rachel Lambert “Bunny” Mellon 
transformed the area into the modern, iconic Rose Garden. The Rose Garden is often used to hold 
outdoor ceremonies and is one of the most well-known features of the White House Grounds. View 
Image 5, in the chart below, to see a photograph of the West Wing from the Rose Garden in 2014. In 
2020, First Lady Melania Trump oversaw a redesign of the Rose Garden, brining it closer to the 
original vision of “Bunny” Mellon, improving the irrigation system, clearing decades of root 


overgrowth and shade issues, and improving accessibility with pavers and walkways. 


The Jaqueline Kennedy Garden 
The history of the Jaqueline Kennedy Garden— 
located outside the East Wing of the White House— 
mirrors that of the Rose Garden. The garden was 
initially designed and completed by First Lady Edith 
Roosevelt in 1904. Image 6, to the right, features a 
photograph of the East Garden in 1904. Decades 
later, the East Garden found new life under the 
direction of First Lady Jaqueline Kennedy. At the 


time of President Kennedy’s death in 1963, however, 


the garden was still a work in progress. To honor the Theodore Roosevelt administration. The garden was 
designed by First Lady Edith Roosevelt and completed in 1904. 
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First Lady Jaqueline Kennedy’s efforts to revitalize the White House, its gardens, and the surrounding 
neighborhood, President Lyndon B. Johnson and First Lady Lady Bird Johnson dedicated the 
completed East Garden to Mrs. Kennedy in April 1965 and renamed it the “Jacqueline Kennedy 
Garden.” Image 7, in the chart below, shows Mrs. Johnson speaking during the dedication of the 
Jacqueline Kennedy Garden in 1965. The white posts visible in the image are part of a pergola, which 
remains standing today, designed by famous architect I.M. Pei. View Image 8, also in the chart, to see 


a photograph of the Jaqueline Kennedy Garden in 2010. 


Vegetable Gardens 
Although early presidents abandoned Washington’s 
vision of maintaining a self-sustaining farm, vegetable 
gardens have served practical purposes on the White 
House Grounds since the Thomas Jefferson 
administration. According to seed receipts from the 
President Abraham Lincoln administration, a variety 
of fruits and vegetables were grown on the grounds 
including eggplants, cantaloupes, © pumpkins, Bees ——— . 


- 


Image 9. First Lady Michelle Obama harvests vegetables with 
schoolchildren in the Kitchen Garden on the South Lawn of the 
White House. (2013). 


cucumbers, and rhubarb. By the 1900s, however, 
kitchen gardens became less common with 
advancements in food production. During World War I and World War II, vegetable gardens made a 
revival in the form of “victory gardens.” The White House planted victory gardens to supplement food 
rations and to encourage Americans to do the same. In 2009, First Lady Michelle Obama turned to 
the vegetable garden to teach children about the importance of eating healthy and fresh foods. Image 
9, above, features a photograph of First Lady Michelle Obama harvesting vegetables with school 
children in the Kitchen Garden on the South Lawn of the White House in 2013. 
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The North & South Lawns 

Today, the North Lawn and South Lawn lie within the enclosed White House Grounds. Image 10, 
in the chart below, is a view of the North Lawn of the White House in 2008. Image 11, also in the 
chart, pictures the South Lawn in 2012. The North Lawn features a fountain built during the 
President Ulysses S. Grant administration. A variety of trees—including buckeyes planted by 
President Rutherford B. Hayes, an Ohio native—also populate the North Lawn. The South Lawn is 
slightly larger than the North Lawn and slopes downward toward the National Mall and the 
Washington Monument. In 1935, landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. created the concept 
for the South Lawn at the request of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. See Image 12, in the chart 
below, to see a 1935 drawing of Olmsted’s plans for the White House Grounds. Image 13, also below, 
pictures the South Lawn in 2012. The Washington Monument and Jefferson Memorial are visible in 
the background. If you look closely, the family dog of President Barack Obama, Bo, is resting in the 
grass on the left side of the photograph! 


Recreation & Entertainment 

Presidents and their families also use the White 
House Grounds for recreation, entertainment, 
and public events. ‘Tennis courts were installed 
on the South Lawn during the Theodore 
Roosevelt administration and have remained 
ever since. View a photograph of the White 


House tennis courts behind the executive 


offices during Theodore  Roosevelt’s 


"* 4 
Image 17. President George Bush playing horseshoes on the South - 
Grounds of the White House with James Baker (Secretary of State 
and later Chief of Staf#) circa 1989-1993. tennis court was recently renovated and now 


presidency in Image 14 in the chart below. The 


converts into a basketball court as well. See President Barack Obama playing basketball in 2014 on a 


break between meetings in Image 15 in the chart below. In 1975, an outdoor swimming pool was built 
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for President Gerald R. Ford. Image 16, in the chart below, is a photograph of President Ford 
swimming in the White House pool in 1975. President George Bush enjoyed playing horseshoes on the 
South Grounds of the White House as seen in Image 17 above. ‘The White House Grounds are also 
used to host garden parties, elaborative State Dinners, and festive public events including the Easter 
Egg Roll and the National Christmas Tree Lighting. Refer to Image 18, in the chart, to see a 
photograph of President Dwight D. Eisenhower and First Lady Mamie Eisenhower greeting guests 


at a garden party held in honor of wounded soldiers in 1953. 


Conclusion 
Despite two centuries of change, President George Washington’s proposed 80-acre White House 
Grounds still exist as a legal entity. Known as President’s Park, this area is consumed by streets and 
public buildings—including Lafayette Park, the Treasury Building Grounds, the Eisenhower 
Executive Office Building Grounds, the Ellipse, Sherman Plaza, and the First Infantry Division 
Monument—and is an official national park overseen and maintained by the National Park Service. 
Although today’s White House Grounds differ greatly from President George Washington’s original 
vision of a large farm, the outdoor space brings great enjoyment to the president, the first family, and 


the American public. 
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IMAGES 


Click on web link to access online and for larger viewing 


Source 


Title 


Date 


Created By 


Courtesy Of 


Thumbnail 


Web Link 


Engraving of 
South Lawn 


1833 


Unknown 


White House 


Collection 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 
y/Main%20Index/ 
Views/1112636.tif. 


info 


Greenhouses, 
West Lawn of 
White House 


Late 19% 
Century 


Unknown 


Library of 


Congress 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 


y/Main%20Index/ 
Views/9969.tif.inf 


oO 


Edith 
Roosevelt’s 
Colonial 


Garden 


Unknown 


Abby Gunn 
Baker Papers, 
The White 


House 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 
y/Main%20Index/ 
Views/1369.tif.inf 


oO 


Ellen Wilson’s 
Formal 


Garden 


1913 


Unknown 


Library of 


Congress 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 


y/Main%20Index/ 
Views/1112652. tif. 


info 


Rose Garden 


2014 


Bruce 


White 


White House 
Historical 
Association 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital”%20Librar 
y/Main%20Index/ 
Views/1112709. tif. 


info 


East Garden 


1904 


Unknown 


Library of 


Congress 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017-Digital- 
Library/Main%20 
Index/Views/1112 
661.tif.info 


Lady Bird 
Johnson 

Speaks at 
Kennedy 


1965 


Joseph J. 
Scherschel 


White House 
Historical 
Association 


https ://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 
y/Main%20Index/ 
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Garden 


Dedication 


Presidents/Lyndo 


n%20B%20Johnso 
n/6096.tif.info 


Jacqueline 
Kennedy 
Garden 
Outside the 
East 


Colonnade 


2010 


Bruce 


White 


White House 
Historical 
Association 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 


y/Main%20Index/ 
Views/1112812. tif. 


nfo 


Mrs. Obama 
and 
Schoolchildren 
Harvest 
Vegetables 


2013 


Chuck 
Kennedy 


Official White 
House Photo 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 
y/Main%20Index/ 
Presidents/Barack 
%200bama/111283 
3.tif.info 


10 


North View of 
the White 


House 


2008 


Bruce 


White 


White House 
Historical 
Association 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 


y/Main%20Index/ 
Views/1112626.tif. 


info 


11 


View of the 
South 
Grounds 


2012 


Bruce 


White 


White House 
Historical 
Association 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 
y/Main%20Index/ 
Views/1112861.tif.i 


nfo 


12 


Olmsted Plan 


1935 


Frederick 
Law 


Olmsted, 
Ali 


National Park 


Service 


https ://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017-Digital- 
Library/Main%20 
Index/Plans/11126 
80.tif.info 


13 


Bo on the 
South Lawn 


2012 


Bruce 


White 


White House 
Historical 
Association 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 


y/Main%20Index/ 
Views/1112641.tif.i 


nfo 
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14 


First 
Photograph of 
White House 


Tennis Courts 


Ca. 
1902- 
1909 


Unknown 


Library of 


Congress 


https://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 
y/Main%20Index/ 
Views/1991.jpg.inf 


oO 


15 


President 
Obama 
Playing 

Basketball 


2014 


Pete Souza 


Official White 
House Photo 


16 


Gerald Ford 
Backstrokes in 
the New 
White House 
Swimming 
Pool for 
Reporters 


1975 


David 
Hume 
Kennerly 


Gerald R. Ford 
Presidential 
Library and 

Museum/ 


NARA 


https ://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 


y/Main%20Index/ 
Presidents/Barack 


%200bama/111275 
3.tif.info 


https ://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 


y/Main%20Index/ 
Presidents/Gerald 


%20Ford/1626.tif. 


info 


17 


President 
George Bush 
Playing 
Horseshoes 


Ca. 
1989- 
1993 


Unknown 


George Bush 

Presidential 

Library and 
Museum/ 


NARA 


https ://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 
y/Main%20Index/ 


Presidents/Georg 
e%20H%20W%2 


OBush/1112752. tif. 


info 


18 


President and 
Mrs. 


Eisenhower 


Greet Soldiers 


1953 


Unknown 


White House 


Collection 


https ://library.wh 
itehousehistory.or 
g/fotoweb/archive 
s/5017- 
Digital%20Librar 
y/Main%20Index/ 


Presidents/Dwigh 
t%20D%20Eisenh 


ower/1112740.tif.i 
nfo 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
Article: “The President’s Park” by Lucinda Prout Janke for the White House Historical 
Association. Read here. 
Collection: White House in Bloom by the White House Historical Association. Click here. 
Essay: “A Beautiful Spot Capable of Every Improvement” by Jonathan Pliska for the White 
House Historical Association. Read here. 
Podcast: “The White House 1600 Sessions: The White House Gardens” by the White 
House Historical Association. Listen here. 


Video: “Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. and the Park System of the Nation’s Capital.” Click here. 


SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES 


For all learners: 


In the contextual essay, you read about how First Lady Lady Bird Johnson renamed and 
dedicated the East Garden to First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy in April 1965. Think of a garden, 
public park, or flower bed you regularly see in your day-to-day life. If you were to rename that 
space to honor someone, who would you name it after and why? Share your thoughts with a 


classmate, family member, or friend. 


For older learners: 


As discussed in the Contextual Essay, President’s Park features many noteworthy buildings 
and monuments. Choose one of these buildings or monuments and research the history of its 
connection to the White House and the presidency. Share your findings with a classmate, 
family member, or friend. 

President Rutherford B. Hayes was born in Ohio and chose to plant the state’s tree—the 
buckeye—on the North Lawn of the White House. Research your state, district, or territory’s 


flower and/or tree. 
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o Take the activity another step by researching whether that tree or flower would grow 
well in the climate of Washington, D.C. Compare and contrast the plants that grow 


well in Washington, D.C., versus where your school is located. How are the two 


climates different? 


For younger learners: 


e First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy created a scrapbook of pressed flowers from the Rose Garden. 


Make your own pressed flower scrapbook by following the White House Historical 


Association’s “Flower Pressing” Anywhere Activity. Click here. 
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